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Finding Balance between Language and Content Instruction
JENA LYNCH1
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University
lynchj12@erau.edu
Workshop Rationale
Aviation English teachers can easily find themselves in a traditional, instructor-centered
classroom. At times, we may focus too heavily on content, which is likely interesting to learners,
but does not necessarily help them build language skills. On the other end of the spectrum, we
may find ourselves relying on traditional language teaching methods such as drill-and-kill
grammar or choral repeat-after-me sessions. Both of these well-intentioned but often ineffective
lessons fail to maintain the “dual commitment” to language and content crucial to effective
content-based language instruction (Stoller, 2002). On the contrary, our classes need to
incorporate best practices in language teacher by maximizing meaningful vocabulary exposure
and learner talk time.
Workshop Structure
The workshop began with a general overview of the spectrum of content-based language
teaching. Participants were then asked to review a lesson plan, shown in Appendix 1, which the
presenter had purposefully designed to be full of outdated, teacher-centered activities such as
lecture and drills. Participants were asked to give their opinion of the lesson. As anticipated,
many did not approve of the methods used in the lesson. Participants were then given a handout
of best practices for language and content instruction, shown in Appendix 2. They were given an
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overview explanation of the best practices by the presenter. Then, they were asked to read the
handout in more detail and work in a small group to revise the lesson plan to be student-centered
and appropriate for the learning context in terms of language and content learning. Groups were
then asked to share their best ideas for revisions as a jumping off point for a discussion of the
best practices in different areas of the lesson.
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Appendix 1
Note: We will revise this lesson plan during our workshop.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Handout A: Lesson Plan for Aviation English Course
School Context: 20 adult students with the same first language (not English) want to begin flight
school, but they need to improve their English listening and speaking skills first. This lesson
occurs within the first week of a month-long intensive “Aviation English” course.
Lesson Objectives:
● Students learn the four forces of flight.
● Students learn passive voice construction.
Warm-up: (5 minutes)
● The teacher asks students content questions for 5 minutes about what they learned in
the previous lesson.
● If students take more than a couple of seconds to answer, the teacher calls on another
student to “help” or answers the question herself.
Lesson: (55 minutes)
Vocabulary
● The teacher writes 20 vocabulary words related to the forces of flight on the board and
pronounces them slowly for students to repeat as a class. Then the teacher practices
some of the challenging words with each student repeating the words as the rest of the
class listen. The teacher corrects pronunciation errors. (5 minutes)
Aviation Content
● The teacher puts up a PowerPoint with information about the four forces.
○ The teacher asks one student to read each slide aloud and helps the student
pronounce unfamiliar words. (10 minutes)
■ Example of slide text:
● “Thrust is the force which propels the aircraft forward. The power
plant generates thrust. In general aviation, a reciprocating engine
and propeller often compose the powerplant. They demonstrate
the principle of converting chemical energy to mechanical.”
Language Structure
● The teacher then writes on the board “passive voice = to be + past participle” and
explains this:

○ “Active voice has the agent in the subject position indicating that the agent does
the action to the object.
○ Passive voice can only be used with transitive verbs. The agent is moved to a byphrase following the past participle form of the verb. The object is moved to the
subject position in the sentence.
Lesson continues →
○ Here is a list of 250 English verbs with their past participle.
○ Change the sentences from the slides with transitive verbs from active to passive
voice.
● The force by which the aircraft is propelled forward is thrust.
● Thrust is generated by the powerplant.” ...
○ Students complete the assignment silently and turn in their sentences to the
teacher for correction. (10 minutes)
Comprehension Check
● The teacher asks “Do you have any questions?” to check their comprehension.
Students ask:
● Why do we use passive voice?
● What is a past participle?
● How do engineers calculate lift?
● Why do pilots need to know about the four forces?
● Is thrust the same as power?
● What happened to the 737 Max?
The teacher answers each question with some detail. (Note, the teacher planned
to take only 1-2 minutes here, but spent 15 minutes instead)
Practice
● Students complete a vocabulary worksheet that requires them to complete a written
word-definition matching exercise with the words they saw at the beginning of class. (10
minutes)
● Note: The teacher ran out of time to complete a “hot seat” activity where students sit in
small groups with one person facing away from the board. The teacher writes a
vocabulary word from this lesson or a previous one on the board and the group tries to
help the student guess the word by describing it and giving definitions, etc.
Wrap-up
● Students are called on individually to check the answers to the worksheet. (5 minutes)
● Class is dismissed.

Appendix 2
Handout B: Best Practices for Aviation English Instructors
Element of Best
Practices
Lesson Preparation

Building
Background

Comprehensible
Input

Features
(SIOP Model* adapted for Aviation English teaching)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Lesson has clear aviation content objectives
Lesson has clear English language proficiency building objectives
Lessons reflect program context and student background
Materials are found or created to increase the clarity of concepts (e.g.,
images, charts, realia)
5. Content is adapted for student needs
6. Meaningful activities that integrate lesson concepts are important
components of the lesson (e.g., authentic communication, role-play,
information gap)
1. Students understand the relevancy of the aviation content and language
skills to their lives and goals
2. Connections to past lessons help link information
3. Key aviation content vocabulary are taught explicitly and strategically
repeated throughout the lesson/course.
1. Teacher and peer speaking is suitable for student proficiency level (e.g.,
slower speech rate, level-appropriate vocabulary and grammar)
2. Clear directions are given for each task
3. Varied methods of making aviation concepts clear are used (e.g., modeling,
visual aids, realia, gestures, hands-on, tours)

Strategies

1. Scaffolding techniques to assist students are used throughout the lesson
(e.g., think-alouds, modeling, guiding questions)
2. Questions are asked to activate higher-order thinking (e.g., analysis,
evaluation, synthesis)

Interaction

1. Frequent opportunities are available to interact meaningfully with other
students and the teacher
2. Seating arrangement facilitates interaction as appropriate with the lesson
objectives (i.e., for group work, students sit so that they can all see/hear
each other)
3. Teacher provides sufficient wait time for student response (count to 5 or 10!

Interaction,
continued

Practice and
Application

Lesson Delivery

Review and
Assessment

4. Students have opportunities to clarify concepts in their first language (e.g.,
with dictionary, with teacher or peers)
5. Student questions are addressed strategically so that relevant questions are
answered, but questions that are outside the scope of the objectives do not
take up too much class time.
1. Opportunities are given to practice new language and content
2. Hands-on activities for students to apply new language and content are
incorporated into the lesson
3. Activity design elicits the skills students need to practice (e.g., a group of
students who need speaking practice should not be completing only reading
and writing assignments)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Content objectives are supported by lesson delivery
Language objectives are supported by lesson delivery
Students are engaged 90-100% of the class time
Lesson pacing supports aviation content and language objectives

1. Key vocabulary and concepts are reviewed
2. Students regularly get meaningful feedback on their language use and
aviation content comprehension
3. Assessment of comprehension and language skill development is given
frequently

*The Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol SIOP © model was developed by Echevarría, Vogt, and
Short (2000). This table was adapted for Aviation English from Colomines (2005) who provided a summary
of the key elements of the SIOP model.

